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Since global climate change 
negotiations effectively stalled in 
Copenhagen in December, when 
countries could not agree on a 
substantive way forward to replace 
the Kyoto agreement on greenhouse 
gas emissions, sceptics about climate 
change have seized on evidence 
that some researchers may have 
misrepresented data. The head of 
the International Panel on Climate 
Change, Rajendra Pachauri, has 
come under attack for a claim the 
panel made in its last major report, 
that some Himalayan glaciers may 
have vanished by 2035. And there 
are claims that the research of the 
University of East Anglia’s Climate 
Research Unit have been hacked into 
in a effort to discredit some of their 
work.
But researchers have been quick 
to counter some of the challenges by 
the sceptics. According to the World 
Glacier Monitoring Service (WGMS), 
reporting last month, glaciers across 
the globe are continuing to melt so 
quickly that many will disappear by 
the middle of the century whether or 
not some in the Himalayas will last 
much longer, they argue.
The results from monitoring in nine 
mountain ranges on four continents 
were used in the IPCC’s 2007 report 
which warned that there was a very 
high risk that the Himalayan glaciers 
would disappear by 2035. But the 
director of the WGMS, Wilfreid Haeberli, 
News focus
said the latest results indicated most 
glaciers were continuing to melt at 
historically high rates.
An orchestrated campaign is 
being waged against climate-
change science to undermine public 
acceptance of man-made global 
warming, many environmental experts 
now claim.
“The attack against scientists 
supportive of the idea of man-made 
climate change has grown in ferocity 
since the leak of thousands of 
documents on the subject from the 
University of East Anglia (UEA) on the 
eve of the Copenhagen climate summit 
last December,” the Independent 
newspaper in London reports.
“Free-market, anti-climate-change  
think tanks such as the Atlas 
Economics Research Foundation in the 
US and the International Policy Network 
in the UK have received grants totalling 
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Disappearing: Claims that Himalayan glaciers may be lost by 2035 have been challenged, but the evidence suggests they are still dwindling 
dramatically. (Photo: Vick Fisher/Alamy.)
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hundreds of thousands of dollars from 
the multinational energy company 
ExxonMobil. Both organisations have 
funded international seminars pulling 
together climate change deniers from 
across the globe.”
Many of these critics have 
broadcast material from the leaked 
UEA emails to undermine climate-
change predictions and to highlight 
errors in claims that the Himalayan 
glaciers could disappear by 2035.
 Phil Jones, who has temporarily 
stood down as director of UAE’s 
climate research unit, is reported in 
the Sunday Times to have ‘several 
times’ considered suicide. 
Climate sceptics have broadcast 
stories casting doubts on scientific 
data predicting dramatic loss of the 
Amazon rainforest. All these stories, 
picked up by the mainstream media, 
questioned the credibility of the IPCC 
and the way it does its work. A new 
attack on climate change, already 
dubbed ‘Seagate’ by sceptics, relating 
to claims that more than half of the 
Netherlands is in danger of being 
submerged under rising sea levels, is 
likely to be at the head of the newest 
attacks in coming weeks.
The controversies have shaken 
the IPCC, whose chairman, Rajendra 
Pachauri, was subjected to a series of 
personal attacks on his reputation and 
lifestyle last month.
And the new attacks on climate 
change research are likely to impact 
on efforts to develop renewable, 
sustainable energy sources. Ten years 
ago, the German Bundestag passed 
a law that gave small-scale producers 
of renewable energies the right to sell 
their excess electricity back to the 
network at rates exceeding the price 
they pay for their own consumption. 
Coming into force in April 2000, these 
feed-in tariffs (FITS) kick-started the 
solar industry in Germany. Within seven 
years, the number of photovoltaic 
devices in operation increased 
elevenfold (Curr. Biol. 17, R616). 
German manufacturers flourished and 
dozens of other countries introduced 
similar legislation in the following 
years. In 2008–2009 several US states 
also introduced such measures. 
Now the UK government has 
announced details of its own FITs, 
due to come into force in April, 
exactly ten years after the German 
ones. Compared with a preliminary 
announcement from last summer, the 
details now unveiled by climate and 
energy secretary Ed Miliband contain 
some improvements, such as inflation 
adjustment of the payout, but other 
aspects have been scaled back, such 
that the overall volume of the measure 
remains unchanged. As anticipated 
last summer, the scheme aims at a 
target of 2 per cent decentralised 
renewables by 2020, although 
environmentalists maintain that  
6 per cent would be achievable. 
The environmental group Friends 
of the Earth, which had campaigned 
for the introduction of FITs for years, 
welcomed their arrival in principle, 
but criticised its lack of ambition. 
FoE campaigner Dave Timms said: 
“Ministers have been far too timid with 
a policy that could make a significant 
contribution to cutting emissions and 
boosting energy security.”
Referring to a recent opinion poll 
commissioned by FoE, Timms said: 
“There is huge public support for 
small-scale green energy schemes. 
The Government must do much more 
to tap into this enthusiasm and ensure 
that everyone plays their part in 
developing a safer, cleaner future.”
The other major political parties 
represented in the UK parliament, 
heading for a general election this 
spring, have also criticised the 
lack of ambition of the government 
scheme. In spite of the growing voice 
of the climate-change sceptics, the 
Conservatives hinted that if they get 
into government after the election, 
they will set the bar considerably 
higher. For the Liberal Democrats, 
Simon Hughes commented: “Today’s 
announcement has made clear that 
Labour has no room in their plans for 
small-scale, community-led energy 
production. This is sure to win them 
more friends amongst the big six 
energy companies.”
Defending his plan, Ed Miliband 
told the press: “Our plans represent 
a significant level of ambition and 
are comparable to countries that are 
leading in this area.” Which one could 
almost read as an admission that the 
UK has fallen behind. 
Separately, Miliband also 
commented for the first time on the 
allegations of covering up errors 
made against the international climate 
council, the IPCC. In an interview 
with the Observer newspaper, 
Miliband made it clear that the error 
regarding the possible disappearance 
of Himalayan glaciers did not affect 
the bulk of the most recent IPCC 
report, which comprises several 
thousand pages. He also admitted 
 
Under fire: The head of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Rajendra Pachauri, 
has come under attack for claims about the rate of Himalayan glacier melting. (Photo: Bloomb-
erg via Getty Images.)
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that the outcome of December’s 
climate summit in Copenhagen 
was disappointing, but told climate 
activists not to despair.  As the 
example of the FITs in the UK shows, 
climate policies may move very slowly, 
but still advance a little bit in the end. 
The weather forecaster and 
commentator, Phillip Eden, writing 
in the Daily Telegraph, highlighted 
the approach of the international 
collaboration of researchers 
coordinating Acre (Atmospheric 
Circulation Reconstructions over 
the Earth). This is run jointly by 
climatologists in the UK, Australia and 
the US, coordinated by Robert Allen 
at the UK’s Meteorological Office and 
Gilbert Compo at the University of 
Colorado, both trained in gathering 
historical data.
An orchestrated campaign 
is being waged against 
 climate-change science to 
 undermine public acceptance 
of man- made global warming
The project’s chief aims are to 
discover, transcribe and digitise old 
weather records.This has been the 
work of many climatologists for more 
than a century and for most of that 
time “it was the preserve of dusty 
old scientists who had no interest in 
engaging with the media,” writes Eden.
“There is still a lot of work to do, 
including recovering weather, sea 
temperature and ice observations 
from ships’ logs, extracting 
climatological data from pre-
independence weather diaries in 
America and from records kept by 
former European colonial powers.”
A second arm of the organisation’s 
work is ‘reanalysis’ — the redrawing of 
historical weather charts from the early 
twentieth century and late nineteenth 
century, using the recovered data, and 
extending this work back in time.
The results are then adjusted using 
modelling techniques to make the 
sequence of daily weather charts 
internally consistent. But, importantly, 
Eden adds: “all the results of Acre’s 
research are placed online — for 
anyone to access.” In a field now so 
contested as climate change, this 
may be a valuable way of moving 
forward, garnering crucial data and 
side- stepping the sceptics.
While sceptics increasingly attack 
climate prediction data, other research 
shows increasingly that many parts 
of the world appear not be warming. 
Forests in the northern hemisphere 
could be growing faster than they 
were 200 years ago, according to 
a study of trees in eastern North 
America. Sean McMahon and 
colleagues at the Smithsonian 
Environmental Research Center 
in Edgewater, Maryland, report in 
the Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences (published 
online) that the trees appear to have 
accelerated growth rates as a result 
of longer growing seasons and higher 
concentrations of carbon dioxide.
The researchers have documented 
the changes to the growth of 
55 plots of mixed hardwood forest 
over a period of 22 years, and have 
concluded that they are probably 
growing faster now than at any time 
in the past 225 years — the age of the 
oldest trees in the study.
Geoffrey Parker, a forest ecologist 
working on the study, said that 
the increase in rate of growth was 
unexpected and might be matched to 
the higher temperatures and longer 
growing seasons documented in 
the region. The growth may also be 
influenced by the significant increase 
in atmospheric carbon dioxide, 
he said.
Parker and his colleagues have 
carried out a detailed census of the 
trees on a regular basis since 1987, 
measuring every tree and sapling that 
has a diameter of more than 2 cm. 
They calculated that the forest is 
producing an additional two tonnes 
of wood per acre per year, which is 
equivalent to a tree with a diameter of 
two feet sprouting up in the space of 
a year.
The team identified a number of 
plots with trees at different stages of 
growth and found that both young 
and old trees were showing increased 
growth rates. More than 90 per cent of 
the tree groups had grown by between 
two and four times faster than the 
researchers had predicted from the 
estimates of the long-term rate of 
growth.
During the same period, the team 
measured the concentration of carbon 
dioxide in the forest air and found 
that it had risen by 12 per cent. The 
average temperature had increased 
by 0.3ºC and the growing season 
had lengthened by 7.8 days. “These 
results signal a pressing need to 
better understand the changes in 
growth rates in forests,” the  
authors say.
New evidence suggests trees in the 
eastern US are growing at the fastest 
rate in more than two centuries.  
Nigel Williams reports.
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Booming: Research suggests that trees in the eastern US, like in this forest in Georgia, are 
growing at a rate unseen in two centuries, as a result of climate change. (Photo: Photolibrary.)
